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1 Studying Migration and
Mobility in the European
Union
‘Eleven months in Moria, Moria, Moria, it’s very traumatic’, said former Congolese
political prisoner Michael Tamba, who was housed in the Moria camp on the Greek
island of Lesbos. By the end of 2018, the camp was housing around 9,000 migrants
despite its intended capacity being for only 3,100 people. At the height of Europe’s
‘migration crisis’ in 2015, many of those who made it to Lesbos and other Greek
islands after a perilous sea crossing from Turkey were effectively waved through.
Around 1 million people moved on to Germany in 2015 alone. By 2018, European
Union (EU) member states had imposed strict controls on this kind of onward ‘secondary’ movement. Michael Tamba was effectively trapped on Lesbos, unwilling to
go back to Congo, unable to move on and so desperate that he tried to take his own
life (Kingsley 2018). The New York Times commented that the terrible conditions in
camps such as Moria were actually part of a deliberate strategy by EU governments
to deter migrants from moving to Europe. This strategy also included tighter controls on onward movement within the EU as well as efforts to work with non-EU
member states such as Turkey to prevent people crossing by sea to Greece.
The situation experienced by Michael Tamba reflects the conscious decisions of
EU governments. In August 2015, Germany had opened its borders to Syrian refugees, which encouraged hundreds of thousands of people to move there. As flows
across the Mediterranean increased in 2015 and into 2016, urgent measures were
put in place by EU governments to try to reduce the numbers of arrivals and to stop
onwards movement within the EU. An effect of this was the re-imposition of border controls within the Schengen area (the EU’s own system of passport-free
travel). Meanwhile, greater efforts were made by the EU to get non-EU member
states to stop people moving to the EU or, if they did get to Europe, to return them
to the countries they came from. The EU–Turkey agreement of March 2016 contributed to major reductions in numbers of people moving across what was called
the ‘eastern Mediterranean route’ from Turkey to Greece. EU member states found
it very difficult to reach agreement on a common approach within the EU. ‘Frontline’
states such as Greece and Italy wanted to see the relocation of asylum applicants to
other EU member states in the name of solidarity while there was also strong vocal
opposition to such plans, particularly from the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland
and Slovakia. While EU member states squabbled, public trust and confidence in
governments declined, public concern about immigration grew and there was
increased support for anti-immigration political parties.
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By 2019, the numbers of people crossing the Mediterranean to try to enter an
EU member state had fallen significantly, although the death rate remained high.
In terms of numbers, more than 1 million people entered the EU via Mediterranean
sea crossings in 2015. Since then, numbers crossing the Mediterranean have fallen
steeply, to 383,000 in 2016, 185,000 in 2017 and 141,000 in 2018. Notably, the
death rate increased with 3,771 people dead or missing in 2015, 5,096 in 2016,
3,139 in 2017 and 2,277 in 2018 (UNHCR 2019a). The ‘crisis’ understood as being
about numbers swiftly mutated into a crisis of politics, policies and institutions. In
March 2019, this fall in numbers led the European Commission to declare that the
Union was ‘no longer in crisis mode’, although perhaps this message had not got
through to voters, as immigration was a highly salient issue at the 2019 European
Parliament (EP) elections.
The story and situation of Michael Tamba reflects wider social and political
issues affecting the EU, but that are also linked to the EU’s place in the international system. As we show in this book, the actions taken after 2015 drew from an
existing template of approaches and actions that the EU had been developing since
the 1990s. Michael Tamba was seeking refuge, but EU member state governments
seem to have become increasingly sceptical of claims for protection as refugees
made by people such as Mr Tamba. There can be significant variation in the way
different types of migrants are treated in politics and reported on by the media. In
this case, the migrants in question are people seeking refuge. The story would have
been different if the migrants concerned were labour migrants moving into highskilled employment or seeking to join family members. In fact, these forms of
migration tend not to be news stories. Places such as the Moria camp have become
associated with Europe’s ‘migration crisis’ (see Box 1.1 below).
Migration by those seeking refuge and protection has an EU-wide resonance.
While the vast majority of people displaced by the Syrian conflict actually moved to
the neighbouring countries of Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey (around 5 million people by summer 2019), the influx of 2015 sent shock waves across the EU (UNHCR
2019b). New controls were introduced at the borders of member states, but
attempts at EU-wide cooperation foundered, as tensions bubbled to the surface
between member states. Plans for the relocation of asylum applicants agreed by EU
member states in September 2015 effectively failed because some member states
simply refused to share responsibility. While the numbers of people entering the
EU via sea crossings fell dramatically after 2016, the political salience of immigration remained high. This could suggest that the migration crisis was actually a crisis
of politics, of trust and confidence in political institutions and in political leaders.
In this way, migration has had profound effects on politics in EU member states
and at EU level. It is not overly dramatic to state that migration was a defining issue
for the EU in the 2010s with a widespread perception that policies were failing.
So far, the discussion has been largely about crisis, displacement and the forms
of mobility associated with them that often lead to representations of migration as
motivated by desperation, with those who move seen as passive victims of forces
beyond their control. There is another way of thinking about migration if we consider that, in 2017, 3.1 million people were issued a ‘first residence permit’ by an
EU member state (Eurostat 2018a). These were people moving for employment, to
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Box 1.1 The ‘crisis’
Media coverage and political representations of migration in 2015 in particular were dominated by images of mass displacement, of human misery and
also of death, given that thousands of people lost their lives trying to cross the
Mediterranean into Europe. In 2015 alone, around 1.2 million people claimed
asylum in an EU member state (440,000 or 35 per cent of these claims were
made in Germany). The ‘crisis’ was powerfully mediated throughout 2015 and
into 2016 as a crisis of numbers of migrants. But, by the end of 2015, it was
clear that the ‘crisis’ also had an important political dimension, with EU governments arguing about the appropriate response, while there was also declining levels of public trust in government and political leaders to deal with the
issues as well as increased support for anti-immigration political parties. The
‘crisis’ clearly had various dimensions related both to migration and to the
wider political context.
There is no simple or objective definition of crisis. Crises are political constructs that depend on certain interpretations of what is happening and, on
the basis of these interpretations, subsequent decisions on courses of action.
If the migration crisis is seen as being driven by people smugglers exploiting
the situation of helpless refugees, then a response could develop that targets
the business model of these smugglers while also, as a side effect, tending to
cast migrants as passive victims.
The wider point is that the definition of certain situations as a crisis is not
a neutral action. Rather, it has hugely significant political connotations
because defining the challenge as a crisis not only entails certain understandings of what is happening (of the causes and effects of migration) but can also
entail certain courses of action.
This book refers to the ‘migration crisis’ as the period of greatly intensified
political focus in EU member states and at EU level after 2015. We also contrast this with previous periods labelled as ‘crises’ and also with what can be
called the everyday normality or reality of migration and mobility in the
EU. This avoids becoming trapped in a discussion of migration that considers
it only in relation to crisis because this can fundamentally misunderstand and
misrepresent the diversity of migration and mobility.

join with family, to study and for other reasons that symbolise hope, ambition, love
and aspiration. As we show in this book, forms of and motives for migration are
diverse, but it is important immediately to consider the ways in which migration is
understood and represented because, at a basic level, understandings of the problem or challenge are likely to play an important role in shaping responses.
This book digs more deeply into the political and policy process to explore the
dynamics of migration and mobility in the EU: by thinking about different types of
migration, exploring policy responses, analysing the EU framework within which
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national policies are now located and considering the quite widespread notion of
policy failure. The challenge that we set for ourselves is to integrate these various
elements into a coherent analytical approach that provides a framework for understanding the EU’s impact on migration and mobility (and vice versa). Before we do
that, however, there are two important issues that need to be dealt with.
First, we need to specify what we mean by migration. We define an international
migrant as someone living outside their country of origin either regularly or irregularly for a period of 12 months or more (IOM 2008: 2). We thus exclude tourism
and short-term travel, for business purposes, for example. Look beneath the surface of the 12-month definition and things get more complicated because there is
real uncertainty about the meaning of international migration. Temporary and
seasonal migration flows are clearly important, but may not fall within the framework of this 12-month definition that is commonly used by policymakers.
Immediately, it becomes apparent that international migration can come in many
shapes and forms and be simultaneously represented as a solution (to an ageing
population, skills shortages), a problem (because of labour market competition or
as a threat to national identity) and – perhaps more realistically – as a natural component of an interdependent and globalised international system. Of the world’s
estimated population of 7.7 billion people in 2019, around 271 million or around
3.5 per cent were international migrants (United Nations 2019). So, with 96.5 per
cent of the world’s population not moving to another country, international migration is in fact a rather unusual condition. One reason for the relative lack of mobility is the various social, financial and psychological costs of migrating to another
country. After all, it is risky and costly to leave one’s own country, family and
friends and move to another. Another reason is that the countries that receive a lot
of migrants – or ‘receiving states’ – have established elaborate schemes to regulate
and control international migration. This is partly why population movement
within the borders of one country – internal migration – is far more common than
international migration. In most countries, such internal movement is subject to
few or no restrictions. It is usually only where mobility involves movement between
states that it is the object of attempts at control and restriction. It is these efforts
to regulate cross-border movement into and between EU countries that are the
focus of this book.
Second, as can be seen from this book’s title, we refer to migration and mobility.
We need to be clear from the outset about the distinction that we make between
these two types of population movement.

•
•

International migration refers to movement from outside the EU by people who
are not nationals of a member state. This extra-EU migration is by non-EU or
third country nationals (TCNs).
EU mobility refers to nationals of EU member states – exercising their rights of
free movement as EU citizens.

The prevailing image for most people when ‘immigration’ is mentioned may well
be movement from outside the EU by TCNs. The image then conjured could be of
the kind of scene we sketched in this book’s first paragraph describing the plight of
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people living in the Moria camp on the island of Lesbos. This is not the whole picture; far from it, in fact. International migration has many different motivations,
is diverse in the forms it takes, fluid and fast-changing.
The key point here is that there are important legal, social and political distinctions made at EU level between ‘migration’ by non-EU citizens and ‘mobility’ or
‘free movement’ by EU citizens (Recchi et al. 2019). As we show, mobility rights for
nationals of member states/EU citizens are a key feature of the Treaty of Rome
(1957) and of subsequent treaties and legislation at EU level.
Extra-EU migration by TCNs is a relative newcomer on the EU policymaking
scene, essentially since the Maastricht Treaty came into effect in 1993. It is only
since the Amsterdam Treaty (1999) that migration and asylum have been included
in the EU’s main legal and political framework. For this reason, we focus in particular on the period since the Maastricht Treaty and show that there is something new
and distinct about the post-cold-war context. We see:

•
•
•
•
•

Greater intensity of migration flows to and within the EU;
More countries affected by immigration;
A growing role for the EU;
Ostensibly new manifestations of the immigration problem, for example growing concern about irregular flows, people smuggling and human trafficking;
A more intense politicisation of migration at both member state and EU levels.

By analysing mobility, migration and asylum in this post-Cold-War period, this
book deals with a highly topical set of issues that have been highly salient. According
to UNDESA and Eurostat data (2019), in absolute terms, Germany was Europe’s
largest country of immigration, with 13.1 million immigrants (EU nationals and
non-EU nationals) living on its territory in 2019. Next on the list was the United
Kingdom (UK), with 9.5 million immigrants, followed by France, with 8.3 million,
Italy, with 6.2 million and Spain, with 6.1 million (Eurostat 2019a; UNDESA 2019).
Spain and Italy are often referred to as ‘new’ countries of immigration, although
migration to these countries accelerated at the end of the late 1980s and early
1990s, so the novelty of immigration is waning. In both, there has been a rapid
increase in the numbers of immigrants. Both the Spanish and Italian governments
have been keen to see a stronger EU role in managing migration. Resentment
against the EU played a key role in the success at the 2018 elections in Italy of La
Lega (the League) that, together with the Movimento 5 Stelle (Five Star Movement),
formed a governing coalition between June 2018 and September 2019. During this
period, the Lega’s leader, Matteo Salvini, served as Interior Minister, when he tried
to close Italian sea ports to new migrant arrivals because he demanded that other
EU member states should commit to greater sharing of responsibility for migrants
entering the EU via Italy.
Newer member states that joined the EU in 2004, 2007 and 2013 are also showing signs of becoming immigration countries, but as we will see later, an influential
block of Central European countries have been vocal opponents of common EU
policies on migration and asylum. That said, it is also the case that citizens of these
countries have benefitted extensively from EU free movement provisions. Many
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Polish citizens, for example, have moved to the UK benefiting from EU free-
movement provisions, but with cheap and easy travel options – a ‘Ryanair effect’
named after the discount airline – making return to Poland or movement to
another EU member state very feasible.

Migration and EU population
Migration has been, is and will continue to be an important factor in EU population change. EU-wide demographic data consistently show declining birth rates
and raise concern about the effects of an ageing population. This has led to discussion about the role that migration can play in offsetting the effects of an ageing
population. In 2017, the EU population reached 511.8 million, with slightly more
than 3.4 people of working age (aged 15–64) for each person over the age of 65. By
2060, this ratio is projected to fall to 2:1 (two people in work for every person
retired). These changes are not evenly distributed. In Italy, in 2016, there were
fewer than three people of working age for each person aged over 65 (a 34.3 per
cent ratio), with ratios higher than 30 per cent in Bulgaria, Finland, Germany,
Greece, Latvia, Portugal and Sweden. Belgium, Ireland and the UK all saw much
slower increases in old-age dependency ratios, which was linked to the role played
by immigration in population growth in these countries (Eurostat 2017a).
Table 1.1 shows that migration is projected to remain an important driver of
population growth in the EU. Immigration could be part of the solution to population ageing because it means importing younger people, but it is not a magic bullet – not at least because migrants get old too (see Box 4.1). This means that high
levels of immigration would need to be sustained, as the previous wave of migrants
themselves would age. There are other possible solutions such as an increase in the
retirement age or increased female participation in the labour market that can also
help to address some of these problems as well as the effects of technological
change on employment. It also seems reasonable to suppose that high and sustained levels of immigration to EU member states would cause some political
controversy.
Table 1.1 P
 rojections of population change in the EU, 1 January 2016–1 January 2080
(millions)
Estimated population, 1 January 2016

510,279

Cumulative births

327,121

Cumulative deaths

383,991

Natural change

−56,870

Cumulative net migration
Total change
Projected population, 2080
Source: Eurostat (2017a)

65,521
8,652
518,798
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Key questions
So far, we have demonstrated the political salience and complexity of immigration,
but to chart a path through them, we identify three sets of questions central to our
analysis:

•

•
•

Given that international migration is highly diverse in terms of the forms it
takes, how do we make sense of this diversity and relate it to the politics of
migration? How can we distinguish, for example, between the ways in which
issues such as asylum, high-skilled migration, irregular migration and intra-EU
mobility become social and political issues?
Given that the politics of migration are complex, how can we make sense of the
ways in which migration is articulated as a concern in public debate, in decision-
making and then, in policy implementation?
Given that these are issues with distinct EU competencies, how can we make
sense of this EU role and understand what it means for the politics of immigration in Europe?

These three sets of questions concern themselves with different but also closely
related aspects of the politics of migration and mobility in Europe. They take seriously the distinctions between: different types of migration, different stages of the
political process and the multilevel context of EU politics.

The EU’s role
This section – and the rest of this book – make a distinction that is fundamental to
the analysis of migration and mobility in the EU. This distinction is between free
movement by EU citizens that is guaranteed by a supranational legal framework
and migration by non-EU citizens – ‘third country nationals’ – that is more of a
hybrid system within which member states remain key actors and there are still
limits to supranational competencies.
Immigration and asylum are relative newcomers, but free movement rights are
central to the development of the Union and closely associated with its centrepiece:
the single European market with its ‘four freedoms’ (free movement for goods,
capital, services and people). The EU’s Treaty framework, as it has developed since
the 1950s, initially provided free movement rights for workers holding the nationality of a member state. This provision for free movement for workers has since
been extended to a more general right of ‘everyday’ free movement (Recchi 2015).
There is a common – albeit not comprehensive – EU migration and asylum policy, which was consolidated by the Lisbon Treaty, after it came into force in
December 2009, and that was severely tested by the migration crisis after 2015. EU
policy has also increasingly looked beyond the borders of member states through
what is referred to as its ‘external’ approach to migration governance. This is evident in the EU’s Global Approach to Migration and Mobility (published in 2011) and
its European Agenda on Migration (of 2015). Both seek to strengthen EU cooperation and find ways to work with non-EU member states.
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The EU does not have a comprehensive migration policy because EU policies
cover some but not all aspects of migration and asylum. Importantly, the ‘core
business’ of migration policy – the numbers of migrants to be admitted and immigrant integration – remain national responsibilities. The EU’s main effects have
been on border controls, asylum and irregular migration. EU action has also played
a key role in policy change and adaptation in Southern European countries such as
Greece, Italy and Spain, and it was a crucial component of adaptation by the 13
countries that joined the EU between 2004 and 2013.
In contrast, migration from outside the EU by TCNs was not part of the founding Treaty and was not included until the Maastricht Treaty came into effect in
1993 and, even then, only in a loose informal way that kept member states firmly
in the driving seat. A key impetus for cooperation between EU governments at
Maastricht was fear of large-scale migration in the aftermath of the cold war.
Europe’s post-1989 geopolitical shakeup played a key role in driving EU action on
migration because the understanding of Europe changed, becoming wider – as too
did the perception of the potential for migration from Eastern Europe as well as
from Africa and the Middle East.
By 2009 and the ratification of the Lisbon Treaty, both migration by TCNs and
mobility by EU citizens had become central components of EU action. They must be
analysed together if we are to understand how national responses have developed
and, moreover, how these national responses mesh with the developing EU framework. Box 1.2 provides a potted history of key EU developments and introduces
themes that will be covered in more detail in the chapters that follow. What is demonstrated generally is the intensification of EU action since the end of the 1990s.

Box 1.2 A potted history of EU mobility, migration and asylum
policy
Mobility rights
Free movement for workers was a key provision of the Treaty of Rome (1957).
An EU-wide law introduced in 2004 replaced 10 previous pieces of legislation to
create a common framework specifying that all EU citizens have a right to move
to another member state, to take family members with them and to become
resident in that state, provided that they are able to support themselves.
Immigration and asylum policy
The Lisbon Treaty, which entered into force in 2009, marked the incorporation
of migration and asylum within the Treaty framework and the application of the
EU’s ‘Ordinary Legislative Procedure’. This meant that migration and asylum
became ‘normal’ EU issues with qualified majority voting (QMV) in the Council,
‘co-decision’ on laws between the Council and the European Parliament and
jurisdiction for the EU’s Court of Justice (ECJ) to consider annulment of legislation, to rule on failure to act on the part of EU institutions and in cases of
infringement where member states have failed to fulfil their obligations.

Studying Migration and Mobility in the European Union

Articles 77–80 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union set
out provisions on borders, asylum and migration:

•• Article 77 (1) provides for the absence of internal border controls, checks
at external borders and an integrated approach to border management.

•• Article 77 (2) provides for the following measures:
••
••
••
••

Common policy on visas and short-term residence permits;
Checks to which those crossing external borders are subject;
Conditions under which TCNs are free to travel within the EU;
Gradual establishment of an integrated management system for external borders;
•• The absence of controls on those crossing internal borders;
•• Article 77 (3) provides that, where it is necessary to facilitate mobility rights, the Council may adopt measures on passport, identity cards,
residence permits and other such documents. The Council must act unanimously and consult the European Parliament (i.e. this is not covered by
co-decision procedures, under which the Parliament has more powers).
•• Article 78 deals with a common policy on asylum, subsidiary protection
and temporary protection, comprising:
•• A uniform status of asylum for TCNs valid throughout the EU;
•• A uniform status of subsidiary protection for TCNs;
•• A common system of temporary protection for displaced persons in the
event of a massive inflow;
•• Common procedures for granting and withdrawing uniform asylum or
subsidiary protection status;
•• Criteria and mechanisms for allocating responsibility for asylum claims;
•• Standards concerning reception of applications for asylum or subsidiary
protection;
•• Partnership and cooperation with third countries to manage inflows of
persons applying for asylum or subsidiary or temporary protection;
•• Article 79 sets out a common immigration policy, comprising:
•• Conditions for entry and residence and standards on the issue of longterm visas and residence permits;
•• Definition of the rights of TCNs legally residing in a member state,
including free movement and residence in other member states;
•• Irregular immigration and unauthorised residence;
•• Combating people trafficking.
•• Article 79 (3) allows for the conclusion of readmission agreements
between the EU and third countries.
•• Article 79 (4) provides for the possibility of incentive measures to promote integration of legally resident TCNs.
•• Article 79 (5) states that measures on immigration ‘do not affect the
right of member states to determine volumes of admission of TCNs coming from third countries to their territory in order to seek work, whether
employed or self-employed.’
Article 80 provides for ‘solidarity and fair sharing of responsibility’ in the
areas of migration and asylum.
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All the various issues covered by the treaties specified in Box 1.2 are analysed
more fully in the chapters that follow. It is not possible to account for the contemporary politics of migration in Europe without accounting for the EU dimension;
but likewise, this EU dimension cannot be accounted for without analysis of political responses in member states. The politics of migration and mobility in the EU
are thus entwined, multilevel and multi-dimensional.

Multilevel politics
We need to think about what this ‘multilevelness’ might actually mean in practice,
how it is made manifest and its implications for understandings of immigration
policy and politics that have often been seen as closely bound by national contexts
of particular European states. EU politics are multilevel, but this does not get us far
because all political systems are multilevel to some extent. To move beyond stating
the obvious, we have to decipher particular aspects of multilevelness, as they
impinge on EU migration politics. This means looking at the distribution of power
and authority in the EU across levels of governance, thinking about the actors
involved in these processes and about interactions between levels and actors.
The rise of the EU has been described as amounting to a ‘rebundling’ of authority (Ansell 2004), with important implications for borders, sovereignty, territory,
territorial relationships and population control. This rebundling can help to generate some questions that specify key aspects of multilevel politics:

•
•
•
•
•
•

How, why, when and in what form have EU governance structures emerged and
developed?
How do they impinge on policy areas that are closely associated with national
sovereignty?
Which actors have been empowered within this multilevel system?
How does this multilevel distribution of power and authority play out across
different types of migration policy, as in some areas there is a strong EU role (for
example asylum) while in others the EU role (for example admissions policy) is
less developed?
How do EU member states seek to shape and influence EU policy? But also, how
has EU action affected policy in member states?
How has growing EU competence for migration contributed to both the politicisation of migration and to the growth of Euroscepticism?

In addressing these questions, we show that the EU framework is partial, as it
does not cover all aspects of migration and asylum policy, and differential, in that
its effects are more pronounced on some member states than on others. We show
significant variation by policy type and that this then helps us to better understand
relationships between member states and the EU as well as public reactions to
immigration.
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The paradox of Europe’s borders
This focus on multilevelness also points to the paradox of Europe’s borders: the EU
and its member states are simultaneously removing some borders, relocating others and building new ones. This paradox could actually be seen as an EU-level reflection of responses to population control and immigration that developed at state
level from the nineteenth century, as internal consolidation of territory associated
with state-building was accompanied by moves to regulate access to that territory
(Bade 2003). Such processes were integral to the establishment of states’ sovereign
authority (Krasner 1999). This is one fairly obvious reason why member states can
get so worked up about immigration and its effects, as immigration goes to the
very heart of their self-definition as states. Member states do not passively observe
these developments; they are key players.
It is the borders of states that make international migration visible as a distinct
social process. If there were no such things as state borders, then there would be no
such thing as international migration (Zolberg 1989). It is the categories and
meanings attached to international migration at Europe’s borders that are central
to the analysis that follows. We need to understand how organisations and institutions ‘make sense’ of international migration (Weick 1995). One way they make
sense of international migration is to put migrants into categories – ‘high-skilled
migrant’, ‘low-skilled migrant’, ‘family migrant’ and the like – that each determines
conditions of entry, residence and associated rights and entitlements. As Bowker
and Leigh Star (1999: 5) put it:
‘Each standard and each category valorises some point of view and
silences another. This is not inherently a bad thing – indeed it is inescapable. But it is an ethical choice, and as such it is dangerous – not bad,
but dangerous.’
Categorisations that occur at Europe’s borders are central to the understanding
of migration as a set of issues and concerns within the EU’s multilevel system and
to the constitution of a European political space. They can have a profound resonance that amounts to far more than just their representation as lines on maps. As
Walker (2006: 57) points out:
‘Almost all the hard questions of our time . . . converge on the status of
borders; of boundaries, distinctions, discriminations, inclusions, exclusions, beginnings, endings, limitations and exceptions, and on their
authorization by subjects who are always susceptible to inclusion or
exclusion by the borders they are persuaded to authorize.’
Where are the borders at which these categorisations occur? They are most obviously territorial (land, air and sea), but they can also be ‘organisational’ (governing
access to, for example, the labour market and welfare state) and can be ‘conceptual’
(concerned with questions of identity and belonging) (Geddes 2005). Borders are
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central to the analysis of migration, but they are not some natural and immutable
presence in the global order. Borders as powerful social constructions govern access
to resources and signify a powerful relationship between controllers and those who
are controlled (Sack 1986). They tell us something about relations between ‘us and
them’. Borders are intrinsically and inescapably political and are our route to the
analysis of migration and mobility in the EU.

The politicisation of migration
Wrapping analysis of migration and mobility in the EU in the often very technical
language of European integration could disguise the fundamentally political
nature of the issues that are at stake. We now identify some key trends in public
attitudes to migration as well as important developments in public debate. In
2016, Bloomberg News reported that anti-immigrant sentiment in Europe was
rising. Similarly, a UK news website claimed, in 2016, that ‘It’s a Brexit world’, as
a tide of anti-immigration sentiment swept the globe. There were concerns at an
official level too. In a January 2015 speech, the European Commissioner responsible for migration, Dimitris Avramopoulos stated that: ‘we need to change the
perception of the public opinion on migration. Our biggest concern is the rise of
racism and xenophobia fuelled by populist movements across the EU’ (cited in
Dennison and Geddes 2018b). Disentangling these reports and speeches, we can
detect some common beliefs, although, as we show, these may not be well
founded. These commonly held beliefs are that anti-immigration sentiment
across the EU is increasing, which fuels support for anti-immigration movements
and that efforts should be made to change peoples’ attitudes. We now take each
of these claims in turn to show that: (i) there is little to suggest that a tide of
anti-immigration sentiment is sweeping across the EU; (ii) opposition to immigration is linked to issue salience – the importance people attribute to the immigration issue and not to generalised anti-immigration attitudes; (iii) trying to
change in fundamental ways how people think about immigration neglects
decades-worth of research on the formation and effects of attitudes to political
issues, including immigration; and (iv) research evidence suggests that support
for and opposition to both immigration and European integration may be coalescing into a new dividing line, or cleavage, in European politics.
First, there is little to suggest that there is a rising tide of anti-immigration sentiment sweeping across the EU. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 show attitudes to migration
from outside and from within the EU for selected EU countries and the EU average.
The picture is different in Central Europe, where despite there being small immigrant populations, governments such as the Hungarian government of Viktor
Orbán have adopted anti-immigration positions and where attitudes are more
negative. What we can see is that attitudes to non-EU migration (Figure 1.1) and
intra-EU migration (Figure 1.2) became more favourable in most EU member states
even during the so-called crisis after 2015, as was notably the case in Germany,
which was the main destination. This does not mean that there is a tide of pro-
migration sentiment sweeping across the EU, there is clearly a lower level of
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favourability towards non-EU migrants, as Figure 1.1 shows. That said, those
expressing a favourable opinion towards non-EU migrants have increased as a proportion of the EU population. Figures 1.1 and 1.2 show that we should not take for
granted claims that attitudes to migration have become less favourable, when evidence suggests greater favourability over time.
If attitudes are not becoming less favourable, then how do we explain the
increased support for anti-immigration political parties? While patterns are
not uniform, anti-immigration political parties performed well in elections in
2017 and 2018 in Austria, France, Hungary, Sweden and Italy. Opposition to
immigration was a key driver of the Brexit vote in the UK in 2016 (Dennison
and Geddes 2018a). Anti-immigration parties also saw their support increase
at the May 2019 European Parliament elections. Issue salience plays a powerful
role in explaining the success of anti-immigration parties. Salience means the
importance that people attribute to the issue. In the Autumn 2018
Eurobarometer survey, immigration was identified as one of the two most
pressing concerns by 40 per cent of EU citizens. We should not assume that
these 40 per cent were all anti-immigration. It is likely that some were concerned from a more pro-immigration stance. There is, however, a fairly strong
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Figure 1.1 Attitudes to immigration from outside the EU in 2014 and 2018
Net perceptions for each country have been calculated as the sum of those responding as
‘very positive’ and ‘positive’ to the Eurobarometer question ‘Please tell me whether each of
the following statements evokes a positive or negative feeling for you: “Immigration of people from outside the EU”’ and those responding as ‘very negative’ and ‘negative’.
Source: data based on Eurobarometer Interactive (2019)
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Figure 1.2 Attitudes to immigration from other EU member states in 2014 and 2018
Net perceptions for each country have been calculated as the sum of those responding as
‘very positive’ and ‘positive’ to the Eurobarometer question ‘Please tell me whether each of
the following statements evokes a positive or negative feeling for you: “Immigration of people from other EU Member States”’ and those responding as ‘very negative’ and ‘negative’.
Source: data based on Eurobarometer Interactive (2019)

correlation between issue salience and support for anti-immigration political
parties (Dennison and Geddes 2018b). It was not that Europeans were becoming more anti-immigration, but rather, that latent concerns among sections of
the population were being activated. This helps to explain why, at an aggregate
level, attitudes can become more favourable, but among more specific sections
of the electorate, can become more hostile. Figure 1.3 looks across EU member
states to show that immigration has been a highly salient issue seen as an individual issue, as a national issue and, very significantly, as a European issue.
Salience declined after the peaks of 2015 and 2016, but in 2018, EU citizens
continued to see immigration as one of the most important issues and see it as
a European concern.
Perhaps a solution could be to try to change attitudes to migration? In reality,
this is likely to be hard to achieve for two reasons. First, attitudes to migration are
actually relatively stable over time and, as with attitudes to other political issues,
are formed early in life and shaped by important life experiences, such as experience of education. It is likely to be very difficult to shift attitudes not, precisely
because they are quite deeply engrained and form part of a person’s worldview.
Second, there is evidence that views are actually quite polarised. Those who are
concerned about or opposed to immigration might label those who do not share
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Figure 1.3 Salience of migration over time (what do you think are the two most important
issues facing at the moment? Percentage saying immigration)
Source: Eurobarometer (2014, 2018a)

their views as out-of-touch elitists. Those who are pro-migration and pro-migrant
may see advocates of strict controls as ignorant or, worse, as xenophobes or racists.
Some people do have xenophobic or racist attitudes, but it is not necessarily racist
to be concerned about immigration, and it is possible to be opposed to aspects of
immigration without being against immigration per se. For example, many people
in Europe have conservative value orientations, which means they tend to value
order and stability. The images of chaos and disorder associated with boat arrivals
during the migration crisis in 2015 may trigger concern amongst people that hold
such conservative value orientations that do not oppose immigration per se but are
unsettled by images that they see as symbolising a lack of control and political
leadership. It would be difficult, given that attitudes are deep rooted and rooted in
differing worldviews – and perhaps also quite sinister – to argue that the solution
would be to change the way that such people think and to re-educate them. Facts
do matter, and it is important to try to be clear about them; but immigration is an
issue for which values also matter greatly and upon which people respond on an
emotional level to the issues. Consistent with their worldview, progressives may
well see mobility and diversity as inherently good things that should be
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encouraged. People with conservative values are much less likely to see things this
way but may value the contribution that migrants make by ‘fitting in’ and ‘playing
by the rules’. Progressives might find such tropes irritating, but equally, conservatives are likely to find progressive views irritating. One example of this mutual
irritation was the distinction made both before and after the UK Brexit referendum
between a supposed pro-EU ‘North London metropolitan elite’ and what were
called the ‘real people’ that the anti-EU politician Nigel Farage identified as Brexit
supporters the day after the June 2016 vote for Brexit. These are, of course, massive simplifications, but they do suggest the polarisation that can occur on migration issues, where groups of people with very different ways of seeing the world
talk past each other (see Box 1.3).
Finally, a wider point can be made about politicisation in relation to deeper-
rooted patterns of political conflict in Europe. When an issue such as

Box 1.3 Brexit and the politicisation of migration
On 23 June 2016, the UK voted by a margin of 52–48 per cent to leave the
EU. While the debate about the method and manner by which the UK would
leave the EU played out for years afterwards, it was clear that immigration was
a key factor in the vote to leave (Dennison and Geddes 2018a). More precisely,
the politicisation of migration from outside the EU and from within it (more
correctly labelled as free movement by EU citizens) was set against already
historically higher levels of Euroscepticism in the UK when compared with
other EU member states. The UK had actually negotiated a privileged relationship with the EU, as it was not a member of the Schengen Area of passport free
travel and held opt-outs from much of the EU’s common framework on migration and asylum. A key moment was the decision by the then Labour government to allow free access to the labour market for citizens of the 10 countries
that joined the EU in May 2004, when only Ireland and Sweden decided likewise. This led to a steep increase in movement to the UK by citizens of other
EU member states, particularly from Central European countries such as
Poland. The Eurosceptic UK Independence Party led by Nigel Farage saw its
support grow in ways that threatened the governing Conservative Party. The
Conservatives also shot themselves in the foot by imposing a ‘net migration’
target, whereby they claimed they wanted immigration in the UK to be in the
tens of thousands, when at the time of the referendum, there was net immigration to the UK of nearly 340,000 in the preceding year. The target was a
political disaster because, on a quarterly basis, data were released to show precisely how the government was failing to meet its target. This added fuel to the
fire for those linking migration and European integration to make the case for
Brexit. ‘Immigration’ clearly played a role, but more specifically, the fusing by
the Leave campaign of non-EU migration with EU free movement on top of
already high levels of Euroscepticism, all packaged under the alluring slogan of
‘take back control’, was to prove pivotal.
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immigration becomes politicised, it is more prominent in political debate, but it
is also both more salient and there is greater polarisation between political parties on the issue (Hutter et al. 2016). Research has shown how attitudes to immigration and European integration now form part of a new dividing line, or
cleavage, in European politics (Hooghe and Marks 2017; Kriesi et al. 2006). This
has also been portrayed as a dividing line between the winners and losers of globalisation or as between cosmopolitans and communitarians (de Wilde et al.
2019). The key observation is that significant research evidence suggests that
opposition to European integration and immigration now form a durable component of political contestation in Europe, and that they can also structure competition between political parties.
To sum up, while research shows that there has not been a wave of anti-
immigration sentiment sweeping across the EU, it is the case that immigration has
become much more intensely politicised in European countries with higher salience
and greater polarisation within political systems, plus evidence that being for or
against immigration and European integration forms part of a new dividing line in
European politics.

The complexities of European migration politics and policy
Having just staked out how important all these issues are both in terms of policy
and politics, we could immediately run aground, as we hit a pretty serious problem.
Migration and mobility are rather diverse and complex, debates play themselves
out in different ways in various EU member states, and it is all very ‘multilevel’.
Moreover, the nature and type of these debates may have changed over time. To
make things even more complicated, the EU and its institutions are heavily involved
in this policy area, which means that we need not only to understand their role but
also to penetrate the sometimes rather peculiar and complex ways that the EU
itself has of describing its activities (the issuance of ‘Directives’ and ‘Regulations’,
the use of ‘qualified majority voting’ (QMV) and so on). If this was not enough, we
then need to think about how the EU connects with these domestic debates.
We think that it is important to create a framework that cuts through this complexity without being so simplistic that we lose analytical value. There are three
possible ways to go about this:

•
•
•

We could analyse how, why and when national responses to immigration have
changed, but we choose not to do this because this would downplay the ability
to look across these countries and pick out points of similarity and divergence.
We could analyse the rapid development of EU policy and look at how, why and
when these competencies have developed, but we choose not to do this because
it would tend to separate the EU from the member state contexts that have
been so central to the evolution and development of European integration.
We could analyse migration types – labour, family, asylum, irregular, student,
EU mobility as well as debates about immigrant integration – in order to look at
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how specific types of migration engender particular forms of political response
and at how these play out at across the various levels of the EU’s multilevel system connecting subnational, national and supranational/EU levels.

We choose this third and last approach because it actually encompasses the
other two by allowing analysis of variation by policy type, drawing from experiences in member states and accounting for the EU’s role.
We focus on migration types but recognise that there are powerful overlaps or linkages between migration categories. We also recognise that categories are fluid and
that people move between them with different legal, political and social implications.
Someone arriving to study may stay on to work and then be joined by family members. We explore these linkages because it allows us to also analyse the ways in which
categories are contingent, conjunctural, interlinked and can change. By doing so, we
go to the core of many policy dilemmas that EU states face. We also see that the term
‘immigration’ is too broad-brush and has very limited analytical usefulness.
To sum up, we focus on different forms of migration for four reasons. First,
these are precisely the categories that EU states have developed and use to make
sense of international migration. Second, changing understandings of migration
are made evident through the redefinition of categories. Third, the forms and types
of politics can differ quite substantially by migration type – with, for example, the
politics of high-skilled labour migration differing greatly from those for asylum.
Finally, the EU uses these categories to make sense of its role in relation to migration and mobility policy.
In the chapters that follow, we will not seek to immerse the reader in all the various complexities of migration policy in all the EU’s member states across all main
migration types. Nor will we launch into detailed paragraph-by-paragraph analysis
of various EU missives (and there are a lot of them). Rather, our objectives are to:

•
•
•

Create a framework for analysis that distinguishes between: types of migration,
aspects of the policy process and the extent to which these aspects of the policy
process and types of migration have become part of a wider EU framework for
the management of migration and mobility;
Draw from examples from across the EU to show how these debates play out;
Assess how, why, when and with what effects the EU now plays a role in migration and mobility and the extent to which this changes the ways in which debate
occurs, decisions are made and policies are implemented.

Thus, by providing a map (through, for instance, empirical analysis of different forms of migration and associated forms of politics) and a method (the
framework for analysis of migration policymaking and the multilevel EU setting that we develop in Chapters 2 and 3), we can help the reader negotiate and
understand these important issues. What should also become clear is the
extent to which we have moved from a politics of migration in Europe to a
European politics of migration with some common elements and the EU as a
source of pressure for some convergence, but without pretending that member
states have somehow been swept helplessly along by the pressures of European
integration.
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Organisation of the book
In Chapters 2 and 3, we set out a framework for analysing migration policy based
on concepts drawn from public policy analysis. After laying the ground for our
analysis of European policymaking, Chapters 4–9 address different areas of migration policy. Chapter 4 analyses one of the most important forms of immigration
and one that dominated European policy in the decades after World War II – labour
migration, or migration for the purpose of paid employment. We show how
approaches to labour migration have fluctuated over time and still vary widely
between different European countries. While some governments have promoted
labour migration as a means of addressing skills and labour shortages, many politicians and sections of the public remain concerned that labour migration can have
adverse effects on the domestic population by displacing ‘native’ workers. The
chapter also charts how the EU has attempted to increase its competence in this
area, with somewhat limited results so far.
If labour migration can form part of a conscious recruitment drive on the part
of governments or industry, Chapter 5 deals with a form of migration which tends
not to be actively promoted: that of family migration. Family migration has actually often been seen by governments as an unwanted by-product of labour migration, as immigrant workers bring their families or new spouses from abroad to
settle in their country of residence. Often seen as a ‘back route’ for immigration,
governments and the EU have had to grapple with conflicting considerations in
developing policy in this area: the need to respect various international human
rights and constitutional provisions on the rights of the family and their increased
desire to ‘select’ migrants based on their perceived economic contribution. We
show how attempts to introduce restrictive policies are often thwarted in practice
and that we need to explore the form taken by the politics of family migration if we
are to understand why this is the case, particularly the role played by courts as
guarantors of rights.
European countries have found it difficult to enforce watertight control over
immigration flows. Chapter 6 deals with the issue of irregular migration by those
unable to enter European countries through legal channels. This can be seen as
the ‘other side’ of legal migration flows because it is only by defining certain
forms of migration as legal that others become defined as illegal. It is also a phenomenon that is difficult to observe and measure, which means that governments often have limited knowledge about these migratory dynamics. Chapter 6
also analyses some of the assumptions made by policymakers about the causes
and levels of irregular migration and how they address it through various forms
of border control and internal checks; sanctions on those transporting, smuggling or employing irregular migrants; and, more recently, cooperation with
some of the non-EU countries from which irregular migrants originate or through
which they travel.
Chapter 7 addresses another thorny area of migration: asylum and refugee policy. Asylum is a Europeanised policy area in two senses. First, there is a Common
European Asylum System centred on the so-called Dublin principle (whereby the
EU country of first arrival takes responsibility for an asylum application). Second,
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asylum-seeking migration was central to the crisis of 2015 and to the effective
breakdown of the common EU response. Asylum is an area in which EU cooperation is highly developed, so the chapter considers the complex interplay between
national and EU policies, including responses to the crisis.
Chapter 8 analyses intra-EU mobility. EU nationals have the right to reside and
work in other EU countries, an entitlement enshrined in the Treaty of Rome.
Although originally a measure to ensure the more efficient operation of labour
markets, mobility rights have been given a more political and civic spin, as the EU
has developed since the Maastricht Treaty the concept of ‘EU citizenship’. The
chapter explores the impact of these provisions on migration between EU countries and how they impact on immigrants from outside the EU. It also considers
how, why and when mobility rights became controversial, as 13 new member states
joined the EU between 2004 and 2013.
Turning away from different types of migration, Chapter 9 explores how EU
states have sought to ‘integrate’ the migrants who settle on their territory. The
background for this is the ‘crisis’ or ‘retreat’ of multiculturalism – or, at least,
multicultural policies, given that many EU member states are multicultural societies – and a renewed emphasis on socio-economic integration and linguistic
adaptation by migrant newcomers. To tie in with the analysis in Chapter 8, we
analyse how the EU now intervenes in these debates and how the promotion of
EU mobility has also created some space for EU measures on the rights of longterm residents that are not EU citizens and to combat discrimination on grounds
of race and ethnicity. We also chart an increased emphasis on conditionality that
tempers rights-based claims to welfare-related entitlements, with understandings of who deserves or merits welfare state inclusion. This helps to show how
the organization of welfare states and their interactions with labour markets are
crucial variables. If we think about these broader factors that influence the organization of welfare and work, we can see that migration is not just about the
people that move to the EU, it’s also about how EU societies are organized, how
they change and about self-understandings.
Chapter 10 is a concluding chapter that ties together some of the themes dealt
with in earlier chapters to draw conclusions and consider the implications of our
analysis both for the study of migration and for the development of the European
politics of migration.
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